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A COMPARISON AMONG MEASURES OF READING
ACHIEVEMENT WITH LOW INCOME BLACK THIRD GRADE STUDENTS

This study compares the results of informal and formal
reading achievement measures, norm and criterion referenced
tests, and teacher opinion for low income black third

grade students in a Southern city. Findings include .
higher informal test Scores, moderate correlations between
norm and criterion referenced test results, ‘and teacher
opinions reflective of standardized test scores with
resulting lower book assignments than would be indicated

by informal reading inventories designed to place students.
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A Comparison Among Measures of Reading Achievement with

Low Income Black Third Grade Students

Introduction

LY

At the present time in the United States, reading achievement

s

measuras are highly important. In urban school Wistriets, in

particular, reading achievement has become a community issue and
reading scores for districts, schools, and grade levels appear in
the local newspaper. High test scores are-used as incentives by

real estate agents and chambers of.commerce.

Achievement scores are also used for a variety of

instructional and admiristrative purposes within school districts.

For example, individual students are grouped for instruction using

test data.  In some casés students-are promoted or not promoted on

.

the basis of their scores on 'various tests. In some systems the

. x
3

‘success or failure of teachers is determined by achievement test

)

gains made by their classes. Individual schools may receive
special pfograﬁs or unique allocaE%gns as a result of either low
or high average scores.

In 1985, most school districts are able ‘to show reading

.

achievement gains; many urben-'school superintendents claim

dramatic growth in readirg achievement, Public opinion has .

responded to such announcements of improved test scores with new’

<
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confidence and pride, as is suggested by recent Gallup polls:

Parents and business people again are beginning to have faith that

graduates of the public schools will be able to read the books and

‘materials that are vital to life outside the schcol.

It is important, therefore, that information about reading
achievement be valid, and that schools provide some assurance that
the measures being used are the best that are available.

Research Questions

This study’was designed to compare the results obtained from
a variety of reading achievement measures used in an urban school
district with children from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The

questions addressed include the following:

Do informal and formal tests provide comparable
results among low income Black third graders?

Do norm-referenced tests and criterion-referenced
tests provide comparable information in this
same population?
Do teacher judgments as reflected in classroom . '
decisions concerning reading placement agree
with other measurement data in the target
classrooms?
Review of the Literature
A review of related literature provides an extensive
discussion of the comparable results of formal and informal
measures. For a period of years, studies have compared the

. Ayl
results of standardized achievement tests and informal reading

inventories~--both teacher made and commercial. These studies are
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almost unanimous in their findings that students' norm-referenced
standardized achievement test scores are higher than their
informal reading inventory (IRI) resvlts. Study after study has
found that standardized tests place students one to two years
higher than do IRI's (Harris and Sipay, 1980; Jones and Pikulski,
1974; McCracken, 1962; kupley and Blair, 1979). All of the above
studies have been done on hetereogeneous populations; no study
focused on low-income minority children.

Reading experts for many years have recommended using
informal tests for placing students in appropriate reading books
(Dechant, 1981; Johns, 1977; Zintz, 1981). Although many studies
have pointed out the limitations of this informal procedure for

student placement, no other measure has been widely advocated.

There have been contradictory findings from efforts to validate® -
\

standardized achievenient tests using correlations with informal
inventories (Farr and Beck, 1984; Smith and Beck, 1980). At issue
as well is the use of teacher-made IRI's, as opposed to those
developed and distributed commercially. In general, there is some
support for the use of commercially produced informal instruments
as shown in the work of Jongsma and Jongsma (1981). Researchers
who have studied IRI's have suggested the desirability of more
frequent use of such informal measures (McKenna, 1983; Peterson,

Greenlaw, and Tierney, 1978; Schell, 1932).

The use of criterion-referenced tests (CRT) has increased




with ghe adoption by many states and localities of minimum
competency tests. In.addition, many basal reading programs now
provide skill management systems which include criterion-
referenced tests. In many cases, however, these tests have not

v

met the siandards of validation that would justify the ways in

o
e
-

which they are used (Lyons, 1984). There have also been efforts
to analyze the usefulness of criterion-referenced tests in

. predicting reading performance. Horodezky and Labercane (1983)

effective as any other measure in predicting perfo%mance at grade
one; as students gained proficiency in reading, however, the
criterion-referenced tests appeared to be "less capable of
tracking this divergence in reading skill development." , This
study also concluded that the most consistent predictor of reading

performance was the Classroom Reading Inventory (Silvaroli, 1984).

!
" found that one basal criterion-referenced test battery was as i
l
|
|
|
|
|
|
i
i
Teacher judgment, as reflected in rating or*ranking of

students, or as demonstrated in classroom groupings, has been

studied for reliability and for correlatién with other reading

measures. Although studies report reliability problems in

teachers' judgments of reading competence and or disability
\ (McKenna, 1983; Schell, 1982), most studiés suggest that teacher

judgments provide vital information for analyzing students'

reading. Arnold and Sherry (1975) found that disabled readers

were most often assigned to texts at their IRI frustration level,




that is at a level at which they were not able to read
successfully., Other studies have found that teachers; judgments
of instructional levels were similar to results of standardized
tests (Kermoian, 1962). However, Brown (1963) found that
correlations between teacher judgment and IRI results were higher
than between teacher judgment and standardized test results. In
general, teacher judgment tends to overestimate stuaonts'
abilities to read materials and consequently, teachers tend to
assign students to reading materials which are too difficult for
them. Nevertheless, those judgments are at.least as accurate as
standardized test scores for selecting appropriate texts (Oliver
and Arnold, 1978).

In summary, the literature which addresses the comparison of
a range of reading measures suggests that formal standardized
tests tend to place students in books which are too difficult;
commercial informal measures are the best predictors of students'
general reading ability. It should be remembered, however, that
some IRI procedures have more limitations than others;

The Study

This study was designed to compare the results of a variety
of reading achievement measures with Black, low socioeconomic
status, third-grade students. The test results examined include

the reading section of the California Achievement Tests (1977),

the reading subtest of Alabama Basic Competency Test (1980), the




Houghton-Mifflin Informal Reading Inventory (1983), and the

Classroom Reading Inventory (1984). In addition, a cloze

procedure, developed from material from the third grade social
studies book, which had a readability level of 3.0 using the Fry
(1977) readability graph, was administered in the selected
classrooms. The three classroom teachers provided information as
to basal reader assignments for each child in their classes.

The questions addressed include the following: (1) Do formal

tests (the California Achievement Tests and the Alabama Basic

Competency Test ), and informal tests (Houghton-Mifflin Informal

Reading Inventory, the Classroom Reading Inventory, the cloze

procedure, and teacher judgment) provide comparable results among

third graders in this inner city school? Do norm-referenced tests

(California Achievement Tests ) and criterion-referenced tests

(Alabama Basic Competency Test) provide comparable information?

&

Do teacher opinions and classroom decisions about book placement

reflect agreement with informal and formal measures?
Sample -

The population for this study included all (58) third-grade
students in an elementary school in a low-income neighborhood of a
large Southern city. All of the students were Black: 31 boys, 27
girls. All were considered to be of low socioeconomic status as
measured by the fact that they qualified for participation in the
free lunch program at their school. Three teachers participated

in the study.
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Instrumentation for the Study

Several of the tests used as data in the study were available
due %o the statewide testing in Alabama which include the

California Achievement Tests (CAT) and the state-developed

Alabama Basic Competency Test (ABCT) which is a

criterion-referenced test. The CAT reading battery prpvides a
total score and subtest scores in the following areas: phonics,
structural analysis, vocabulary, comprehension. The ABCT reading
section consists of vocabulary and comprehension tests. The data
from those testing programs were used in this study.

Informal testing was conducted usfhg the Houghton-Mifflin.

Inforpal Reading Inventory (HMIRI) and the Classroom Reading

Inventory (CRI) . Both contain comprehension questions and are

widely used for finding the instructional reading level fer
individual students. The HMIRI is a silent reading inventory; the
CRI is an oral reading inventory.

Each teacher was asked to provide basal reader assignments
for each child in her ;1ass. A form was provided by the

investigators for this purpose.

Data Collectdion

All testing was done during the month of April, 1984. The
Cat and ABCT tests were administered by the school and results
were made available to the investigators. The investigators

administered the two informal inventories (HMIRI and CRI) to

10
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individual students and the cloze procedure to each class durihg
that month.

Data Analysis . ‘4

In-order to compare data from the various instruments, below
average, average and above aveﬂgge_qanges were established for
each set of data. Frequencies and percentages were established as
a ba§i§ for comparison. The Pearson Product-Moment Correlation
wa§ used to examine the correlations among the various test
scores. Correlations at both the modé;ate (.40 = :69) and high
(.70 and higher) were considered in the ana¥ysis of the data.
llistograms were prepared to show relaionships among selected data
sets.

Results of the Study

Do informal and formal tests provide comparable results with
this population? The resulté of this study indicate that
correlations among all measures are in the moderate to high range
(see Table 1). The highest correlations were between the reading
portion of the CAT and the cloze (.70), and between the reading

portion of the CAT and the CRI (.75).

Insert Table 1 about here

Table 2 illustrates the difference in distribution of scores

in all measures. This table should be used to compare the CAT
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- ) : scores with each other sét. The per cent of students whose scores
‘fell in the bglow average range on the CAT reading éortion (5th
stanine) exceeds 60%; on the.other measures the scores distribute
.more evenly among below éveragec averaée, and above average
_ranges. Only on the cloze procedure does the per cent of students
at the below average range exceed the per cent of students in the
below average range on CAT. The per cent of students
demonstrating above average achievement on the cloze is smaller

- than om any other measure. Unlike most other studies, this study
finds that the formal tests, in particular thé CAT reading

porticn, are producing lower scores for most students than other

measures. .

Insert Table 2 about here ~ ™~

Do norm-referénted and criterion-referenced measures provide
comparable results? A comparison of the results of the reading
portion of the CAT and the ABCT reading subtest reveals a very
different distribution in spite of correlations in the high
moderate range (.5798 and .6419) as seen in Table 2. Only 3.5% of
the students were below average on the word-attack test and about
one-third of the students on the comprehension test. By contrast
on the criterion-referenced ABCT reading subtest most students in
the classes (95% on word attack; 67% on comprehension) could be
said to have average and above average pérformance, as compared

with the norm-referenced CAT reading subtest which found that only

12
ERIC : .
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40% of the students could be said to be performing satisfactorily.
One would have to conclude that the results of the two tests are
not comparable in their applicability as a basis for teacher
decisions. The use of the CAT reading subtest as a measurement of
reading achievement in these classrooms would provide a very
different picture of students' achievement than the ABCT reading
subtest.

Do teacher judgments and classtoom decisions regarding
reading book placement reflect agreement with other measurement

data in these classrooms? The evidence from this study suggests

that teacher judgment, as reflected in students' placement in
books, is not in agreement with the other test data. Table 2
demonstrates the degree to which students have been placed in
beooks below their %eyel of competence as measured by any of these
reading measures, including Ehe CAT reading portion which provided
tne lcwest scores for students. Tables 3 and 4 illustrate the
underplacement of students. On Table 3, assuming tha; placement
within one level of the CAT reading portion score could be
considered appropriate, there are no students placed in books
which are one level or more above their CAT reading subtest
scores. However, 12 students were assigned to the 2.0 books whose
CAT reading subtest scores would justify books one or two levels

higber. At the 2.5 level, 16 students could be predicted by their

Canst

CAT reacding scores to read books more difficult. At the 3.0
level, ld students could be predicted by the same test to read

more difficult books. No students were assigned to books above

13



the first reader of third grade in spite of the fact that 11.9% of

the students scored above the 5th stanine on the third grade form.

.Insert Table 3 about here

Table 4 shows the differences between the results of the
HMIRI and book placément. The HMIRI is designed to place students
at appropriate levels in the basal reading program used in these
three classrooms. At each béok level, no readers seem to be
reading books that their HMIRI scores would indicate are too
difficult. However, at each level, "about half the students in the
group, on the basis of EPeir HMIRI scores, are assigned to_readers
which are too easy for them; 12 séudents assigneq to 2.0 level
books, 11 studehté assigned to 2.5 level bodks, and 7 students’
assigned to 3.0 level books. In the highest group, 3 students
have scores which jﬁséify their placemen; in books two grade

levels higher and 4 students have scores which would place them in

books three grade levels higher. -

Insert Table 4 about here

Summary énd Discussion
Unlike other studies (see p. 4), this study finds that
teacher judgment about book placement underestimates students'
reading ability and is not reflective of the data from reading
measures, The specific findings from this study include the

following:

14 \
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1., With this population, there is considerable vari-
ablility in the scores ezrned on different reading |
measures. This finding suggests using multiple !
|
measures of reading achievement, particularly in :
light of the way reading achievement scores are :
- used to make decisions about students' work and :
. |
school success. 1
2. In this study, the use of informal measures, » ;
particularly for book placement, is desirable since ;
those measures appear to demonstrate studer“s' ‘
highest levels of competence., |
~ 3. Lack of transfer of reading competence to subject {
matter books, as seen by the results of the cloze ;
|
procedures, needs further investigatioa. }
. 4, Student placement in basal readers by teachers is
lover than any of the measures used would justify.
This finding raises questions about teacher
judgment and level of expectation for students in
this population.
5. Additional research with larger populations of this
demography are needed.
Implications
The findings of this study indicate that this population of

students can read better than their teachers think they can read.




Since the originél Rosenthal aud Jacobson (1968) study in the

60's, few educators have disagreed witih the concept that teacher

expectancy affects achievement (Good and Broohy, 1977; Shavelson,

“ 1983). Teacher expectancy has been shown to influence many teacher

behaviors in the classroom, including seating patterns, attention
>
tc low achievers, etc. (Good, 1981; Good and Brophy, 1977).
It is in the area of reading instruction where the

development of higher order thinking skills takes place that

expectancy studies take on great significance. Studies have shown

that perceived high achievers are questioncd in different ways,

given longer wait times to answer, and given clues*and repeated or
rephrased :questions (Good and Brophy, 1977). High achievers are
criticized more and helped to draw relationships about what.is
being read. Perceived poor readers are praised more, and are
interrupted more often. Teachers are more likely to supply a
correct word or a graphophonic clue for poor readers whereas good’
readers are more iikely to be given context or meaning-related
clues (Allington, 1980; Gumperz and Herﬁandex-Chavez, 1972;
Pflaum, 1972; Weinstein, 1976).

If, indeed, the teachers in this study were convinced by more
comprehensive data that their students were better readers, it is
conceivable that reading ins£ruction would be conducted
differently in these classrooms and that the cycle of improved
comprehension scores could be estabbished: Tbe use of a variety

of measures, including an IRI, at the beginning of the school year

before teachers have developed theigﬂinitial expectations, might
) ’

P
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influence their 6rgaﬁizat10n of reading grodps and the books to
which those groups would be assigned. More accurate initigl
placemedi is important because there is evidénce that although
flexibility in group placeméné is advocated by reading educators,
there is in actuality littie mobility amonp reading groups after
the initial groupiné is assigned (Resnick, 1981; Veinstein, 1976).
Change in basal reader or mobility o% grouping 1is discouraged‘by
the large amount of anciliary.material which students must often
complete in order to proceed into ;nother level reader.

Much further study is Reeded,‘noﬁ just about how varicus
measures used to assess reéding correlate with each other and
children'é book placement, but about the co;sequgnces of modifying

teachers' expectations and book assignments (based on IRI's) on
P g

children's reading and thinking progress.

.
v




_ TABLE 1
Pearson Correlatigﬁs fox: All Vziria'bles
; :
o ) ) -
o o] . 8] =] (&) g
2 i E 2 S 3 2 S
a9 w O [ [4}] —t
(3 = = = S ci_‘.) g - = E
S 3 3 S 2 2 0 & & =
CAT Voc. 6609 | .5566 -| .5754 | .7969 4857 | .4587 6166 | .6208 | .4774 4179
CAT Phop. - 4119 | L6114 .8105 | .4142 .5380 | .5266 | .5960 4118 4072
CAT Struc. - - 4971 | .6865 | .4801 | 5485 5233 | L4541 3911 - | .4289
CAT Com. - = - . - .8631 | .5350 | .5823. 1 .5767 | .6544 .5941 .5603
CAT Tot. - - - - .5798 | .6419 .7083 | .7532 .5787 .5688
ABCT Voc. - - - - - .5531 | .5654 | .5353 | .s5716 4633
ABCT Com. - - - - - - 4207 1 .4260 | .5065 .3322
Cloze - N - - - - .6325 .6022 .5751
CRI Vbe. - - - - - - - - .5860 | .6006
CRI Com. - - - - - - - - | - 6605
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Table 3

Ristribution of Students Usin: Book Placement
and Differences Betweem CAT Reading Total
and Beok Placement

CAT Differences

Book -.6 -.01 +.1  +.6 +1.1 . +1.6 +2.1 +2.6 +3.1
Placement 1.0 -.5 Equal +.5 +1.0 +1.5 +2.0 +2.5 +3.0 +3.5
By
Grade Level
2.0 1 1 0 9 4 5 3
1.7% 1.7% 0% 15.57%) 6.9% | 8.6% 5.27%
2.5 7 11 4 1
12.1%119.0% | 6.9% 1.7%
3.0 {‘\ 2 .5 4 1
3.4%] 8.67% | 6.9% 1.7%
N=58

21



| TABLE 4
1 Distribution of Studants by Book Placement

| and Differences Between Book Placement
i and IRI Results

‘ Grade Level Book . lacement + IRI Score
| Book =

Placement -1.0, -.5 Faqual +.5  +1.0 +1.5 +2.0 +2.5 +3.0 +3.5
t |

Grade Level

2.0 5 4 2 71 5
| 8.6%| 6.9% | 3.4%| 12.1%| 8.6%

. 9 2
2.5 2 10 7 2 .
3.4% | 17.97] 12.12 3.4% 3.4%
3.0 5 3 4
8.6% 5.2% 6.9%
N=58

22
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